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Now while Prinsep on the one hand first
deciphered the rock-cut inscriptions of the
Emperor Asoka, containing historical evidence-
of inestimable value, Tumour, Childers anc
Gogerly, Oldenberg and Rhys Davids, for ovei
half a century, have been educating Euro-
pean culture in the contents of the Pali
palm-leaf MSS. Prior to this, our knowledge
of early Buddhism was derived from certain
books of an early mediseval date, such as that
from which the late Edwin Arnold derived
his famous poem, " The Light of Asia." These
books were written in the Sanskrit, which as
a general literary vehicle of thought (and not
as merely the language of a learned class)
had gradually superseded the earlier literary
vehicle of Pali. So far, no manuscripts
from Northern India, or from Buddhist cen- <
tres North and North-East of India, have
yielded us anything, in diction or in subject-
matter, so apparently near to the beginnings
of Buddhism, as a religion and a body of
culture, as some of these Pali books that
Ceylon, Siam and Burma have preserved.
These oldest books, together with several of
a somewhat later date, claim, by their own
testimony, and the ancient tradition of these
southern Buddhist countries, to have been
collected into a Canon or Bible of sacred docu-
ments, entitled the Three Pit'&k&s, or Baskets
of Tradition. They were, and are, held
" sacred " in this sense, that they are believed
to contain the genuine sayings of Go'tHmfi,,